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Summary
Arizona Charter School Progress Evaluation

This study was conducted as a progress evaluation of charter schools in Arizona. The study was
funded by the Arizona Department of Education and conducted during calendar year 1998 by the
Morrison Institute for Public Policy (School of Public Affairs) at Arizona State University.

Eighty-two charter schools representing the 137 charter holders participated in the study. The 82
schools were selected to be representative of all charter schools in the state with regard to location,
population density, grade level and sponsoring agency.

A total of 303 parents of charter school students, 171 students, 123 teachers and 54 directors
completed surveys about charter schools. Fourteen focus groups were held around the state with
parents, students, teachers and directors. Individual interviews were conducted with 23 persons, most
of whom either hold policy-making positions related to charter schools or are employed by
professional organizations that interact frequently with the schools.

In addition to these methods, Morrison Institute researchers analyzed Stanford 9 student
achievement test data for charter schools, examined charter school applications and other state
databases and reports for specific information, and reviewed parent complaint files held by the two
state level sponsoring boards and ADE.  The Arizona Charter School Progress Evaluation includes
three exhibits of additional work conducted for this study. These exhibits consist of individual profiles
of each charter school in the study, an analysis of school policies that hold participants accountable
for student achievement, and a benchmarking model for Arizona charter schools.

Major findings from the study are listed below.

• Key reasons that students transfer to charter schools are that they were not doing well
academically and/or they were not happy at their former school.

• Parents of charter school students and the students themselves are much more satisfied with the
academic performance and attitudes of the students at their charter schools than at their former
schools.

• Student achievement data (as measured by Stanford Achievement Test - 9 for 1997 and 1998),
appear to indicate–in a preliminary way–that charter school students are achieving similar
academic gains to students attending regular public schools. However, an experimentally
controlled research study over a longer period of time is needed to adequately understand
achievement group differences and trends.

• Parents and students consider the teachers at charter schools to be their best feature compared to
the students’ former schools. Other charter school features rated highly by both groups include
school size, class size, attitude toward students and attitude toward parents.

• Common concerns of parents, students and school personnel include funding for building and
campus improvements, lack of sports and other extracurricular activities, transferability of charter
school credits, and implementation of special education requirements.

� Common concerns of other stakeholders in charter schools include accountability for student
achievement, implementation of special education requirements, and qualifications of charter
school teachers and directors.
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Several recommendations for addressing the concerns of participant groups are offered in the full
report. It must be noted that the Arizona Charter School Progress Evaluation is the first such study of
charter schools to be conducted on behalf of ADE. While the findings and recommendations
presented here are important, it is equally important to recognize that some findings raise more
questions than they answer. There is clearly a need for further longitudinal research into Arizona
charter schools.
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———— 1  1  1  1 ————
Introduction

The Arizona legislature enacted Senate bill 2002
in 1994, making Arizona the tenth state to have a
charter school law. Today, five years later, 34
states and the District of Columbia have charter
school laws. Nevertheless, more charter schools
have been created in Arizona than in any other
state. At this time, according to the Arizona
Department of Education (ADE), there are 192
charters held in Arizona representing a total of
273 sites. These schools are attended by
approximately 33,000 students. The number of
charter school sites in Arizona equals 24 percent
of our nation’s total.

In the fall of 1997, ADE issued a Project Proposal
Request to Arizona public universities to conduct
a progress evaluation of Arizona’s charter schools.
Through a competitive bidding process, ADE
awarded the contract for the progress evaluation
to the Morrison Institute for Public Policy at
Arizona State University in December 1997. This
document is Morrison Institute’s final report on
the progress evaluation.

A charter school study team was organized in
January 1998 to participate in the evaluation
design process for the study. The team consisted
of the Director of Charter School administration
for ADE, the ADE contract officer for the study,
the Executive Director of the State Board for
Charter Schools, and the Director of Charter
Schools for the Arizona State Board of Education.
The study team met regularly during the early
stages of the project to review the evaluation
design and data-collection instruments and to
participate with Morrison Institute staff members
in planning evaluation activities.

This final report on the Charter School Progress
Evaluation is accompanied by a second document
containing three exhibits of other work performed
under the same contract. Exhibit A, Charter
School Profiles, contains descriptive information

on each charter school included in this study.
Exhibit B, Charter School Policies on
Accountability, consists of an analysis of language
from charter school applications and discussion.
Exhibit C, Benchmarking, presents a
benchmarking system that could be implemented
with charter schools in Arizona to establish and
measure progress toward goals that are
appropriate for their individual programs and
populations.

A basic understanding of charter schools in
Arizona should help readers of this report to
comprehend the issues and topics discussed in it.
For that reason, a brief description of Arizona
charter schools is presented below to conclude
this Introduction section. Subsequent sections
describe the evaluation method for the study,
report the data collected from the participants,
and discuss the results and present the
conclusions and recommendations derived from
them.

Charter Schools in Arizona

The Arizona charter school law permits any group
or individual to propose a charter school to any of
the three potential charter sponsors: the State
Board of Education, the newly created State
Board for Charter Schools (referred to herein as
the Charter School Board), or any Arizona school
district. The two state-level sponsors can sponsor
up to 25 charters each per year, and there is no
annual limit on the number of district-sponsored
charters that can be created. A charter agreement
is good for a term of 15 years with a review every
five years. A charter can be revoked for not
keeping the terms of the charter or for other good
reason. 

Once approved, charter schools become
independent legal entities, although district-
sponsored schools may remain under the district.
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Arizona charter schools are free from most state
education code, including state teacher
certification. They are not free from health,
safety, and non-discrimination laws. They also
must continue to participate in the state testing
program, offer a comprehensive program of
instruction and must meet the state prescribed
high school graduation requirements. As public
schools, they are required to admit all students
who apply and, if space is limited, they must use
an equitable selection process such as a lottery. 

Charter schools are funded directly by the state.
They receive the state per pupil operating
revenue, approximately $4,500 per year. The
capital side of charter school funding consists of
about $380 per pupil subsequent to the passage of
the Arizona Students First Capital Finance reform
package which excluded charter schools from
building standards and the revised capital funding
for regular public schools. Previous to Students
First, state-level sponsored charters received some
capital outlay and levy, and $174 per pupil per
year for transportation whether they provided it
or not. The legislature revised the funding
formula to simplify the process and eliminate
funding issues related to transportation. Charters
can apply for state and federal categorical
program funding.

As is the case with charter schools everywhere,
Arizona charter schools are extremely diverse.
They are generally small, most with student
enrollments of under 200 students. Class sizes are
generally smaller than in regular public schools as
well. Over 60% of charter schools are located in
the state’s two largest urban centers, Phoenix and
Tucson. 

The kinds of programs that charter schools offer
are also diverse. About 40% of the charter schools
in Arizona are geared toward students who have
previously been unsuccessful in school. The
majority of charter high schools fall into this
category. Other charters have a particular subject
focus, such as the arts or science and technology.
Some charter schools are based on a particular
educational philosophy or method, such as
Montessori or a back-to-basics program. Arizona

allows private schools to convert to charter status
and many have done so. Such schools can no
longer charge tuition to parents and must agree to
admit all students.
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———— 2  2  2  2 ————
Evaluation Method

The Arizona Charter School Progress Evaluation
utilized multiple research methods to obtain data.
Surveys and focus groups were conducted with
charter school participants (parents, students,
teachers, and directors). Interviews were
conducted with individuals who have some
connection with charter schools. Stanford 9
student achievement data for charter schools
were analyzed, as were a number of documents,
including charter school applications, parent
complaint files held by the two state level boards
and ADE, and various state databases and
reports.

Sample Selection

As specified in the Project Proposal Request,
Morrison Institute researchers developed a
stratified and geographically representative
sample design that identified sufficient charter
schools for this study to adequately represent the
charter schools in Arizona.

A geographic/population density variable was
used to stratify the state-level sponsored schools
for inclusion in the sample. Over half the charters
in the state are located in the two large urban
areas of metropolitan Phoenix and Tucson.
Therefore, the countries with the two largest
urban centers, Maricopa and Pima, were
considered to have high density. The rest of the
state was divided into northern rural and
southern rural counties as shown below:

High density counties: Maricopa, Pima

Northern rural counties: Apache, Coconino, Gila, La Paz,
Mohave, Navaho, Yavapai

Southern rural counties: Cochise, Graham, Greenlee, Pinal,
Santa Cruz, Yuma

Charters were randomly selected within the
categories shown above in approximately the

same percentages as they are represented in the
total population of charter schools, with the
exception that all district-sponsored charter
schools and all tribal charter schools were
included in the sample because of the small
number of these schools. Only one school was
selected to represent each multi-site charter (i.e.,
a charter holder operating schools at more than
one site), and that school was selected from the
county in which the charter holder operated the
most schools. The charter school study team
reviewed and approved the evaluation design
prior to its implementation.

At the time the study began (January 1998),
there were 223 total operating charter school sites
representing 137 separate charters. The 137
charters were considered as the total population
of charters for the study. The number of schools
in the sample and their characteristics compared
to the population of charter schools in Arizona
are shown in Table 2.1.

The table shows that the sample included 82
charter schools from the population of 137
charters operating in Arizona on January 1, 1998.
It can also be seen that the sample is very similar
to the population of charter schools in Arizona on
the characteristics shown in the table. The total
number of charter school sites in the sample
dropped by 12 toward the end of the study (11
sites closed from one charter holder). However,
because the total number of charters held by the
sample schools only dropped by two, the
characteristics shown in Table 2.1 were not
altered and some data are still reported at most of
the sites that closed, as they finished out the
1997-98 school year.



4 Morrison Institute for Public Policy

Table 2.1
Characteristics of charter schools in the sample vs. total
population

Sample Population
(as of 1/98)

Number of charter schools:
(excluding individual sites of multi-
site charters)

82 137

Geography:
located in rural north
located in rural south
located in high density counties

30%
12%
58%

27%
9%

64%

Grade levels:
elementary
elementary/middle
middle schools
elementary/middle/secondary
combinations
secondary schools

19%
25%
4%

22%

30%

21%
22%
3%

23%

30%

Sponsor:
State Board of Education
State Board of Charter Schools
Districts

30%
43%
27%

32%
50%
16%

Year Sponsored:
1995
1996
1997

27%
43%
30%

31%
40%
28%

Multi-site charters 29% 26%

Source: Morrison Institute for Public PolicyS1999

Participants

Participants in the study varied in number and
selection process with the type of data that were
collected. For the survey data, schools were
selected to be representative with regard to the
characteristics in Table 2.1. The total number of
participants to which each type of survey was
distributed and the number who returned
completed surveys are shown in Table 2.2.

A total of 14 focus groups were held at various
sites around the state, 10 of which were held for
English-speaking participants and four for Spanish-
speaking parents and students. Focus groups for
adults included directors and teachers, who were
recruited directly by Morrison Institute staff, and
parents who were recruited by the school

directors. Focus groups for students included only
students attending the school where the focus
group was held. Focus group sizes ranged from 5
to 12. Morrison Institute staff conducted all focus
groups, and a bilingual (Spanish-English) staff
member conducted the meetings for Spanish-
speaking participants.

Table 2.2
Surveys distributed and returned by respondent group

Group
Surveys

Distributed
Surveys
Returned Return Rate

Parents 960 303 32%

Students 585 171 29%

Teachers 246 123 50%

Directors 82 54 66%
Source: Morrison Institute for Public PolicyS1999

Individual interviews were held with 23 people,
most of whom hold responsible positions in which
they have contact with charter schools and/or
responsibilities related to them. The participants
who were interviewed and their employment
affiliations are shown in Appendix A.

Instruments

Draft versions of four surveys were developed by
Morrison staff members: one each for parents,
students, teachers and directors. Each draft
survey was reviewed by the charter school study
team. Their comments and suggestions were
incorporated into the final version of each survey.

Each survey contained a set of items dealing with
demographic information about the respondent.
Parents, students and teachers also answered sets
of questions about why and how they chose a
charter school, their satisfaction with the school,
and things that they liked and did not like about
it. Parents, teachers and directors were asked to
indicate their concerns about their charter
schools. Directors were also asked several
questions about the school itself. A copy of each
of the four surveys is contained in Appendix B.
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Focus group protocols were developed for parent,
student, teacher and director focus groups. Each
protocol consisted of 9 to 12 questions. The
questions generally dealt with topics similar to
those covered on the surveys. The focus group
protocols may be found in Appendix C.

Two personal interview forms were also developed,
one for individuals who work in community
organizations that interact with charter schools
and the second one for other stakeholders who
have responsibilities or special interests related to
charter schools. These forms, which are located in
Appendix D, contained questions about the role of
the interviewee’s organization related to charter
schools and about the interviewee’s opinions of
charter schools.

Procedures

Schools that were selected for the study were sent
a letter signed by Lisa Graham Keegan,
Superintendent of Public Instruction; Kenneth
Bennett, President of the State Board of
Education; and Douglas Pike, President of the
State Board for Charter Schools. The letter asked
the schools to cooperate with the evaluation
activities and described the scope of the study and
the capacities in which each school would be
asked to participate. The letter was followed up
with phone calls by Morrison Institute researchers
to verify its receipt and to discuss any questions or
concerns school directors might have about
participation.

For distribution of the surveys to parents and
students, schools were selected to be proportionate
to the geographic/density variable. School
selections were made to ensure diversity in grade
level, school size, year chartered, and program
focus. The evaluators recruited participants by
contacting the school director and suggesting a
grade level or classroom to survey. Substitutions
were made in a few cases when the director
indicated possible problems with the suggested
level.

The school director was asked to provide the
numbers of English and Spanish surveys needed.

In April, Morrison Institute sent the school a
package containing the appropriate number of
surveys in sealed envelopes. The envelopes also
contained a cover letter and a pre-addressed
stamped return envelope. The school generated
mailing labels for the parents, attached the labels,
and mailed the sealed envelopes to parents. 

Also in April, student surveys were sent to the
parents’ attention through the school director.
This mailing contained parent and student
consent forms to be returned with the surveys. 

For the teacher and director surveys, the director
of each charter school in the study received a
package containing a cover letter explaining the
contents of the package and a director survey.
Depending on school size, the package also
contained two to four teacher surveys, each with
a letter and pre-addressed stamped return
envelope. Half the directors were instructed to
distribute surveys to the teachers whose names
were first in the alphabet, and the other half were
instructed to distribute them to teachers whose
names were at the end of the alphabet. To
increase response rates, the evaluators and ADE
personnel made follow-up calls to the schools.

Focus groups were conducted with parents,
students, teachers, and directors at sites around
the state. A member of the Morrison Institute
evaluation team acted as facilitator for the
sessions, which lasted about two hours. The focus
group sessions were audio taped for later
transcription. 

The individual interviews were arranged by
telephone with the interviewees. Interviews were
conducted in person unless the interviewees lived
out of state or well outside the Phoenix area. The
interviews were audio taped for later
transcription.

Review of Parent Complaint Files

Morrison Institute researchers reviewed the
charter school complaint files held by the two
state boards and the files held by ADE on behalf
of district-sponsored schools. Files of all operating
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charter schools were reviewed, not just those
included in the study sample. Records consisted of
letters from parents, inter-office memos regarding
parent-raised concerns, and other documentation
pertaining to parental issues, such as legal papers.
Where multiple issues of concern were raised
within one piece of correspondence or other
documentation, each concern was noted
separately.

A total of 222 documents regarding parent
concerns were reviewed representing 373
individual items of concern. Researchers initially
reviewed the same documents for purposes of 
inter-rater reliability.

After researchers became familiar with the types of
concerns, categories were developed to classify
each concern. Concerns were classified according
to the substance of the complaint, and the number
of concerns in each category was recorded.
Definitions of the categories are located in
Appendix E.

Analysis of Student Achievement Data

In order to conduct an analysis of achievement in
charter schools, students’ scores on the reading,
language, and math sections of the Stanford
Achievement Test, Ninth Edition (SAT 9), were
utilized. This nationally standardized, norm-
referenced achievement test is the only instrument
at this time that has been administered to all
Arizona students which permits any kind of
statistical comparison. Students were compared to
themselves in an statistical analysis of SAT 9
scores for the Spring 1997 and 1998 test
administrations. Each student record indicated
whether students were tested in regular public
schools or charter schools during Spring 1997 and
1998. Although the focus of the analysis is the
charter school students’ test scores, other regular
public school student test scores were also used for
comparison purposes.

To link student scores, ADE personnel conducted
exhaustive SAT 9 record matching based on the
combination of name, ethnicity, and date of birth.
ADE reported that within districts participating in
a field test, approximately 80 to 85% of the

students that were in the districts both years were
appropriately identified as the same. One
advantage of using this matching process for the
analysis is that students were matched from year
to year, regardless of their mobility within the
state. Such an analysis, however, limits the results
to those students who remained enrolled in
Arizona schools for two consecutive years, took
the SAT 9, and coded their demographic
information with sufficient similarity from year to
year. Groups most likely to be effected by this
approach include students with limited English
proficiency who take another test such as the
Spanish version of the SAT 9 (the Aprenda),
students who do not use a single formal name or
are unaware of their ethnicity, and students in
classes where the test administration does not
follow the directions given by ADE.

Data files from ADE included 4,344 students who
were identified as enrolled in charter schools in
1997 and 1998, 1518 who were enrolled in
charters in 1997 only, and 4,796 who were
enrolled in charter schools only in 1998. These
numbers represent approximately 39% of the total
enrollment in charter schools in 1997 and 34% of
the enrollment in 1998. The table below shows
the match rate of students from 1997 to 1998 by
grade and charter school status.

Table 2.3
Student SAT 9 Matching Rates from 1997 to 1998

Grade in 1997 Charter Non-Charter

3 66% 85%

4 59% 83%

5 60% 81%

6 55% 80%

7 65% 87%

8 44% 79%

9 31% 74%

10 32% 73%

11 31% 74%

Source: Morrison Institute for Public PolicyS1999

As this table shows, match rates for students
enrolled in charter schools in 1997 vary from 55%
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to 66% in elementary school and stay at or below
32% in high schools. Matching for regular public
schools, on the other hand, remain above 80% in
elementary schools and between 73% and 74% in
high schools. Clearly, the proportion of students
used to describe charter high schools is markedly
below what we would hope for and caution needs
to be used when making inferences about this
group. This match rate may reflect high mobility
or drop out rates among special populations of
youth targeted by some charter schools. 

In selecting an appropriate scale to use in this
analysis, the advantages and disadvantages of
various scores were considered. Standardized
scores are preferred in measuring growth over time
because they more accurately match the
underlying achievement. Standardized scores are
spaced equally along the achievement continuum,
so that equal changes along standardized scores
reflect equal changes in achievement. One such
score, the Normal Curve Equivalent (NCE) was
used for this analysis. Although most people are
more familiar with percentile ranks, NCEs are a
more appropriate measure to use to analyze growth
over time because the distance between NCEs are
constant and can, therefore, be added and
averaged.

Because NCEs have a mean of 50 and standard
deviation of 21.06, they are often confused with
percentile ranks. The two are not equivalent, but
NCEs can be converted back to percentiles. A
conversion table is shown in Appendix F which
permits the reader to make these transformations.

The analysis conducted with the data available
first involved grouping students. Student scores
were categorized by their “continuity” in charters.
These groupings consisted of: 1) students tested in
charters both in 1997 and 1998; 2) students in
charters in 1997 but in regular public schools in
1998; 3) students in regular public schools in 1997
but in charters in 1998; 4) students never in
charters (i.e., in regular public schools in 1997 and
1998). 

Means were calculated for each of the four groups
at each test administration as well as growth in
NCE scores between the two years for all grades

and for each of the three test batteries. Analysis
of Variance (ANOVA) tests were conducted to
determine whether the group differences were
significant or likely to be due to random
fluctuation. These results are graphed and are
shown in Chapter 5.

Important Note: It is critical to understand that
the analyses described here are purely descriptive.
However, these descriptions provide an important
starting point for future discussions of student
academic progress in charter schools. Important
aspects of student differences have not been
controlled for  by experimental manipulation (e.g.,
control groups) or statistical manipulation (e.g.,
covariance) in this analysis. Thus, statements of
causality cannot be made. For example, in cases
where children in charters have higher test scores
than other children, the work of charter schools
alone cannot be unequivocally seen as the source
of the difference.

In addition, the fact that only two years of data
are available for analysis further limits our ability
to detect true trends and patterns. There are a
few variations that are discussed as patterns, but
they are preliminary and warrant further research.
The data presented provide a baseline for future
data analysis regarding student achievement.

Profiles

The profiles for each charter school in the study
include the following specific elements as
described in the ADE proposal request. 

• The chartering body
• Grade levels served
• Any curricular emphasis, learning philosophy

or subject area focus
• Qualifications of the instructional staff
• Demographics of the student population

Many additional characteristics of each charter
school are also included in the profiles.

Morrison Institute staff obtained the information
in the school profiles from the sources listed
below.
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• The ADE School Report Card database
• The October 1, 1997 school enrollment report
• The ADE charter school office
• Charter school applications
• The surveys sent to the charter school

directors

Benchmarking

The Project Proposal Request required the
development of a benchmarking system and
associated metrics that would allow for the
longitudinal evaluation of charter schools. ADE
believed that this method of evaluation would be
most appropriate for charter schools because of
their unique missions and goals and the various
populations which they serve.

Evaluators conducted a comprehensive literature
review for examples of public sector benchmarking
prior to developing the Arizona Charter School
Benchmarking System. Only performance domains
and indicators are proposed in the benchmarking
system because a true benchmarking system must
be developed in collaboration with the individuals
who will be implementing and using it.
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———— 3  3  3  3 ————
Parent and Student Data

The parents of charter school students and the
students themselves are generally considered to
be the primary consumers of the educational
opportunities offered by charter schools. Data
were collected from these two groups using
surveys and focus groups. The parent and student
data essentially addressed the following questions:

• Why did you choose a charter school?
• What was involved in making the choice?
• How satisfied are you with the school?
• What are your concerns about the school?

The data related to these questions are reported
below, first for parents and then for students.

Parent Data

The parent data are organized into three topic
areas: parent selection of school, which deals with
the issues of why parents chose a charter school
and what was involved in making the choice;
parent perceptions of satisfaction with the school;
and parent concerns and complaints about the
school.

Parent Selection of School

This section reports data from questions on the
parent survey dealing with why parents chose a
charter school for their child and what factors
were involved in making their choice.

Table 3.1 shows the 10 reasons selected most
frequently by parents for moving their child to a
charter school and the percentage of parents who
selected each reason.

Table 3.1
Parents—What were the reasons you decided to move
your child from their former school to this charter
school? (Check all that apply)

% Reason

34% Class sizes were too large

32% Child was bored or under-challenged

29% Negative social environment/interactions with
classmates

29% Teachers/staff at former school were not
able/willing to help my child

28% Child was doing poorly academically

28% Child’s self-esteem was low at former school

27% Child was unhappy at former school

20% Nothing wrong at former school, this school
better met my child’s needs

20% Concern for child’s safety

16% Former school was too large

Source: Morrison Institute for Public PolicyS1999

It can be seen from the table that the single
reason selected most frequently by parents (34%
of respondents) for moving their child to a charter
school was large class sizes at the former school.
The most dominant general set of factors,
however, relate to the child’s academic
performance and personal satisfaction at the
former school. Five reasons dealing with academic
performance and personal satisfaction (child
bored or underchallenged, negative social
environment/interaction with classmates, child
doing poorly academically, child’s self-esteem low,
child unhappy at school) were among the top
seven selected by parents for moving their child
to a charter school.

Table 3.2 lists the 10 choices selected most
frequently by parents as features that first
attracted them to their child’s charter school.
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Table 3.2
Parents—What features first attracted you to this charter
school? (Check all that apply.)

% Feature

69% Education program/curriculum

69% Teaching methods

64% Class size

62% Philosophy of education

53% Academic expectations of students

52% School’s attitude toward students

50% Safe environment

48% Quality of teachers

47% School size

36% School’s attitude toward parents

Source: Morrison Institute for Public PolicyS1999

Table 3.2 reveals that the two features selected
most frequently by parents as attracting them to
their child’s charter school were the school’s
education program/curriculum and its teaching
methods, both of which were chosen by 69% of
the parents who completed the survey. Class size,
which was the reason chosen most frequently by
parents for moving their child to a charter school,
was ranked third by parents (64%) as a feature
that first attracted them to the school. The
school’s academic expectations of students and its
attitude toward students, which are features that
would appear to address parent reasons for
moving their child related to the child’s academic
performance and personal satisfaction, were
selected by 53% and 52% of the parents
respectively.

Table 3.3 shows the kinds of schools that parents
considered when they sought an initial school or
an alternative to a former school for their child’s
education.

It can be seen from Table 3.3 that the option
investigated most frequently by parents (46%)
was one charter school—the school that they had
selected. Other frequently explored options were
regular public schools (reported by 44% of
parents), private schools (35%), more than one

charter school (26%),and home schools (23%).
Most parents reported that they had explored
several options before they chose their child’s
charter school.

Table 3.3
Parents—When you decided to seek options for your
child’s education, what kinds of schools did you explore?
(Check all that apply.)

% Type of school

46% One charter school—the one we chose

44% Regular public schools

35% Private schools

26% Charter schools—more than one 

23% Home schooling

16% Parochial schools

Source: Morrison Institute for Public PolicyS1999

The sources from which parents found out about
their child’s charter school are shown in Table 3.4.

Table 3.4 
Parents—How did you find out about the school your child
attends? (Check all that apply.)

% Found out about school from:

53% A friend/relative/neighbor

22% The school’s reputation

13% Newspaper/TV/radio

11% Staff at former school 

7% Driving/walking by

7% Flyer or mailing

Source: Morrison Institute for Public PolicyS1999

The table reveals that more than half of the
parents (53%) who completed the survey learned
of their child’s charter school from a friend,
relative or neighbor. Twenty-two percent learned
of the school because of its reputation and 13%
learned of it from the newspaper, television or
radio.

Table 3.5 shows the steps that parents took when
they looked into charter schools.
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Table 3.5
Parents—When you looked into charter schools, what
steps did you take? (Check all that apply.)

% Steps taken

72% Called or picked up information at school

50% Asked friends/neighbors about the school’s
reputation

48% Interviewed principal/director

46% Met the teachers

41% Toured the school

27% Observed a class in session

15% Looked for test scores or other information to
compare the school

Source: Morrison Institute for Public PolicyS1999

It can be seen from the table that the most
common step, reported by 72% of the parents,
was to call the school or pick up information at it.
Fifty percent of the parents indicated that they
asked friends or neighbors about the school, 48%
interviewed the principal or director, and 46%
met one or more teachers.

Focus group data yielded additional information
about the reasons that parents chose charter
schools. Factors related to school size and class
size were noted often, as they were on the parent
survey. Several parents described the potential for
students to become more involved and to develop
leadership skills more easily in a smaller school.
One parent commented:

“My son was asked to give the senior speech, and
if he were in public school, I don’t think that ever
would have happened.”

Parents remarked that students are less
anonymous in charter schools and that their
problems are noticed and addressed more quickly.
Some parents also reported that the smaller size of
charter schools enables them to be more flexible
and allows the parents to be more involved in
school affairs.

Charter schools were seen as schools of last resort
by some parents. Many parents in focus groups

had children who had been unsuccessful in
regular public schools. Some of these children had
had problems because of learning difficulties or
other diagnosed special needs, while others with
high ability had been under-challenged in regular
schools. Some parents said that their child had
been expelled from a regular public school and
that the charter school was the best alternative
available to them.

Parent Perceptions of Satisfaction

Parents were asked several questions on the
parent survey dealing with their perceptions of
their child’s performance and attitudes at that
school and with the parents’ own interactions
with the school. This section summarizes parents’
responses to these questions.

Table 3.6 shows parents’ perceptions regarding
their child’s performance and attitudes at their
charter school compared to their previous school.

Table 3.6
Parents—Perceptions of child’s performance and attitudes
compared to previous school.

Item
a lot

better
a little
better

about
the

same
a little
worse

a lot
worse

How is your child doing
academically at this school
compared to previous
school?

55% 24% 14% 6% 1%

How is your child’s attitude
toward school/learning
compared to previous
school?

60% 17% 17% 5% 1%

How does your child feel
about his/her teachers
compared to previous
school?

58% 15% 21% 5% 1%

How does your child like
his/her classmates
compared to previous
school?

39% 24% 35% 2% 0%

Source: Morrison Institute for Public PolicyS1999

Table 3.6 reveals that 79% of the parents
reported that their child was doing either “a lot
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better” (55%) or “a little better” (24%) on
academic performance at the charter school
compared to his/her previous school. In contrast,
only 7% reported that their child was doing “a lot
worse” or “a little worse” academically at the
charter school. Parent responses to other
questions indicated that the child’s attitude
toward school/learning was “a lot better” or “a
little better” (77% total) at the charter school,
that their child felt better about the teachers
(73% total), and that the child liked his/her
classmates better (63% total) at the charter
school. The combined responses for “a lot worse”
and “a little worse” totaled 6% or below for each
of these three items.

Table 3.7 shows the 10 features selected most
often by parents as being better about their child’s
charter school than the parents had expected.

Table 3.7
Parents—Was anything about this charter school better,
worse or different than what you expected? (Check all that
apply.)

School Feature Better Worse Different

Quality of teachers 53% 7% 6%

Educational philosophy 51% 3% 5%

Teaching methods 51% 6% 5%

Education program/curriculum 49% 4% 8%

Academic expectations 48% 4% 5%

School size 42% 3% 3%

Class size 42% 5% 9%

Attitude toward parents 41% 5% 5%

Attitude toward students 41% 5% 5%

Safe environment 40% 8% 3%

Source: Morrison Institute for Public PolicyS1999

The table reveals that “Quality of teachers” was
selected by the most parents (53%) as being
better than expected at the charter school. The
school’s educational philosophy and its teaching
methods were selected as better than expected by
51% of the parents, its educational programs/
curriculum by 49%, and its academic expectations
for students by 48%. Attitude toward parents and

attitude toward students were both selected as
better than expected by 41% of the parents.

Only two features about their child’s charter
school were selected by more than 10% of the
parents as being worse than expected. “Type of
students” was selected as better than expected by
29% of parents and worse than expected by 15%.
Discipline/dress code was chosen as better than
expected by 34%, and worse than expected by 12%.

Parents were asked several questions about their
involvement and communication with their
child’s charter school. Their responses to these
questions are summarized in Table 3.8.

Table 3.8
Parent involvement and communication with charter
school

Item: Compared to your child’s
previous school, do you feel that
you have more, the same or less
of each of the following? More Less Same

Communication with the school 67% 8% 25%

Opportunities to be involved 70% 0% 30%

Being treated as a valued
member of the school community

68% 0% 32%

Input into decisions made 65% 9% 26%

Item: Compared to your child’s
previous school, how would you
rate the following? Better Worse Same

The school’s attempts to
communicate with parents

69% 7% 24%

The school’s response to me
when I have a problem

70% 4% 26%

The front office staff treatment of
me when I come to school

59% 5% 36%

Source: Morrison Institute for Public PolicyS1999

It can be seen from Table 3.8 that parent
responses were positive to both sets of items in
the table. For the first set of items, 65% to 70% of
parents responded more positively toward the
charter school than toward their child’s previous
school across the four items (communication with
the school, opportunities to be involved, being
treated as a valued member of the school
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community, and input into decisions made). In
contrast, fewer than 10% of the parents
responded less positively toward the charter
school than toward the former school on each of
the four items.

On the second set of items in Table 3.8, from
59% to 70% of the parents rated the charter
school as better than their child’s previous school
across the three items. No more than 7% rated
the charter school as worse than the child’s
previous school on any of the items.

Table 3.9 shows the parents’ plans regarding
whether their child will return to the same
charter school next year.

Table 3.9
Parents—Will you be sending your child to this school
next year?

% Response selected

73% Yes

9% No—grade level not available or graduating or
moving

5% No—not meeting our needs

13% Not sure

When adjusted for those who cannot return due to grade
level availability, graduation, moving:

80% Planning to return

6% Not planning to return

14% Unsure

Source: Morrison Institute for Public PolicyS1999

The table reveals that 73% of the parents
reported that they will be sending their child to
the same school next year, 9% will not because
the next grade level is not available or because
their child is graduating or moving, 5% will not
because the charter school is not meeting their
needs, and 13% are unsure. When these numbers
are adjusted for students who cannot return
because the next grade level is not available at
the school or because they are moving, 80% of
parents plan for their child to return, 6% do not,
and 14% are unsure.

Parents who were not planning to send their child
to the same charter school next year were asked
about the type of school to which they planned to
send the child. Their responses are summarized in
Table 3.10.

Table 3.10
Parents—If your child will not be going to this school next
year, what type of educational environment do you plan to
send him/her to?

% Response selected

41% A regular public school

21% Another charter school

9% Parochial school

4% Home school

4% Private school

20% Undecided

Source: Morrison Institute for Public PolicyS1999

It can be seen from Table 3.10 that, of the
parents whose child will not return to their
charter school next year, 41% plan to send their
child to a regular public school. Twenty-one
percent of these parents reported that they plan
to send their child to another charter school, and
20% were undecided about where to send their
child. Lower numbers were reported for parochial
school (9%), home school (4%) and private
school (4%).

Parent Concerns and Complaints

Data on parent concerns and complaints came
from three sources: the parent survey, the parent
focus groups, and the review by Morrison
Institute personnel of the charter school
complaint files of ADE and the two state boards.
The data on concerns and complaints from these
sources are reported in this section.

Table 3.11 lists the continuing concerns and initial
concerns checked by parents on the parent survey.
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Table 3.11
Parents—Did any of the following items concern you or
continue to concern you regarding charter schools in
general or this charter school specifically? (Check all that
apply.)

Concern
Continuing

concern
Initial

concern

Funding for building or campus
improvements

38% 14%

Operational funding for the
school

37% 16%

Lack of sports or extracurricular
programs

37% 15%

Transportation for students 24% 25%

School facility—building/property 19% 22%

Faculty turnover 18% 17%

Leadership of the school 13% 14%

Source: Morrison Institute for Public PolicyS1999

The table shows that funding for building or
campus improvements (selected by 38% of
parents), operational funding for the school
(37%) and lack of sports or extracurricular
programs (37%) were selected most often by
parents as continuing concerns from among the
potential concerns listed on the survey.
Moreover, it can be seen from the table that each
of these three concerns was selected as a
continuing concern by more than double the
percentage of parents who indicated that it was a
concern initially. In contrast, the percentage of
parents who indicated that an item was an initial
concern and the percentage who indicated it was
a continuing concern was quite stable for each of
the other four items in the table.

Information from the parent focus groups
indicated that many parents were concerned
about the acceptance of credits earned in a
charter school by regular public schools and about
the value of a charter school diploma for college
admission and scholarship purposes. A few
parents told stories of lost credits or semesters
when their child transferred from a charter school
to a regular public school, and some believed that
credits earned at charter schools were never

transferable to the regular public school system.
Some parents also expressed concern in the focus
groups about lack of advanced classes in charter
schools. One parent reported:

“We lost a full scholarship at NAU because… he
couldn’t get math classes, so I just don’t know
what we’re going to do. We thought he was
already qualified for the scholarship and now we
find out he is lacking math and foreign language.
The school is having a hard time getting the
information from the colleges. It is just so different
from the rest of the system and the schools just
don’t know how to handle it yet.”

The complaints and concerns in a total of 222
documents from the charter school complaint files
of ADE and the two state boards were carefully
examined by Morrison Institute. The complaints
or concerns for each document were recorded
and categorized by the topic area of the
complaint. Table 3.12 shows the percentage of
complaints and concerns from parents for each
topic area that had more than 5% of the total
number.

Table 3.12
Percentages of parent complaints and concerns in
complaint files

% Complaint/Concern

24% Staff/administration/governance issues

21% Communications/expectations

11% Policy

10% Special education

8% Public school practices

8% Money/business practices

6% Academics

Source: Morrison Institute for Public PolicyS1999

Table 3.12 reveals that issues related to staff,
administration and governance were the subject
of 24% of the parents’ complaints and issues
related to communications and expectations were
the subject of 21% of the complaints. Although
concerns related to funding were selected most
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frequently by parents on the parent survey, money
and business practices were the subject of only
8% of the parents’ complaints and concerns from
the complaint files.

Table 3.13 shows the analysis of complaints
according to both the year charter schools began
operating and by year of complaint. While there
are only four years of data available for the
“oldest” charters (for schools chartered in 1995),
from this analysis it appears that there may be a
pattern emerging regarding to proportion of
complaints. The first year of operations has a
lower proportion than the second year, which
looks considerably higher than the third year.
This analysis can only be considered preliminary
because of the limited length of time schools have
been in operation and the data available for the
schools. It is interesting, nevertheless.

Table 3.13
Percentage of parent complaints by year according to year
charter began operating

Year of
complaint

schools
chartered
in 1995

schools
chartered
in 1996

schools
chartered
in 1997

# % # % # %

1995 34 14%

1996 99 42% 28 30%

1997 56 24% 40 43% 10 27%

1998 49 21% 24 26% 27 73%

Total 238 100% 92 100% 37 100%

Source: Morrison Institute for Public Policy 1999

* % may not add up to 100 due to rounding

Student Data

Similar to the parent data, the data collected from
students also dealt with selection of the charter
school, satisfaction with the school, and concerns
about it. Each of these topics is addressed in this
section on student data.

Student Selection of School 

The student questionnaire contained two items
dealing with reasons for choosing the charter

school and for being unhappy with the student’s
former school. The data for the item on choosing
the charter school are reported in Table 3.14.

Table 3.14
Students—I wanted to go to this school because…
(Check all that apply.)

% Reason

58% This charter school had a special program I liked.

21% My friends go to this school.

15% I have other family members who go to this
school.

6% We moved to a new neighborhood.

Source: Morrison Institute for Public PolicyS1999

The table reveals that 58% of the students
reported that they wanted to attend the charter
school because it had a special program they
liked. Many students also indicated that they
wanted to attend the charter school because their
friends go to it (21%) or because they have other
family members who go to it (15%).

Table 3.15 reports each reason chosen by 20% or
more of the charter school students for being
unhappy with their former school.

Table 3.15
Students—I was not happy at my old school because…

% Reason

38% Teachers couldn’t help me when I needed it.

36% I wasn’t doing well in my classes.

32% I was bored.

29% My classes had too many students.

23% I didn’t like the other students or get along with
them.

22% My old school was too big.

20% My old school was not safe.

Source: Morrison Institute for Public PolicyS1999

Table 3.15 shows that the two reasons selected
most often by students for not being happy with
their former school were “Teachers couldn’t help
me when I needed it” (38%) and “I wasn’t doing
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well in my classes” (36%). Three of the top five
reasons related to the students’ academic
performance and personal satisfaction (not doing
well in classes, bored, didn’t like other students or
get along with them). Interestingly, the five
reasons selected most frequently by students were
essentially the same five reasons, though not in
the exact order, as the five chosen most often by
parents (shown in Table 3.1) for moving their
child from their former school.

Student Satisfaction with School

Students were asked to respond to several
questions on the student survey dealing with their
academic performance and attitudes at their
charter school, features that they like and dislike
about the school, whether they think that they
will return to the school next year and, if not,
what type of school they think they will attend.
This section addresses student responses to these
questions.

Table 3.16 reports student perceptions of their
academic performance and their attitudes in their
charter school compared to their former school.

Table 3.16
Students—Perceptions of performance and attitudes
compared to previous school

Item
a lot

better
a little
better

about
the

same
a little
worse

a lot
worse

How are you doing in your
classes compared to your
last school?

67% 16% 11% 5% 1%

How do you feel about
going to school compared
to your last school?

53% 20% 20% 5% 1%

How do you like your
teachers compared to your
last school?

62% 15% 17% 5% 1%

How do you like the other
students compared to your
last school?

41% 23% 30% 4% 2%

Source: Morrison Institute for Public PolicyS1999

It can be seen from Table 3.16 that 67% of the
students think that they are doing a lot better and
16% a little better than in their former school. In
contrast, only 5% think that they are doing a little
worse and 1% a lot worse than in their former
school. Fifty-three percent of students feel a lot
better and 23% a little better about going to their
charter school than their former school, whereas
only 5% feel a little worse and 1% a lot worse.
Students also reported that they like their
teachers considerably better (62% a lot better and
15% a little better) and the other students better
(41% a lot better and 23% a little better) at the
charter school than at their former school.

Students were asked to describe how they feel
about a total of 21 different features of their
school by choosing among three responses for
each feature: I like this, I do not like this, OK or
no opinion. Their responses are shown in Table
3.17 in the “Features liked” section for all features
liked by 50% or more of the students and in the
“Features not liked” section for all features
marked by more students as “not liked” than as
“liked.”

Table 3.17 reveals that the school features liked
by the most students were the teachers (76%),
how the school treats their family (75%), the
schedule or hours (73%), and the principal or
director (73%). Sixteen of the total of 21 features
on the survey item were liked by 50% or more of
the students, whereas only three features were not
liked by more students than liked them. The
three features which a greater number of students
marked as “not liked” than as “liked,” as shown at
the bottom of the table, were playground/
recreation areas (not liked by 39% of students),
where we eat—cafeteria (not liked by 37%), and
sports or other activities (not liked by 29%).
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Table 3.17
School features liked and not liked about charter school

Features liked
I like
this

I don’t
like this

OK/No
opinion

My teachers 76% 4% 20%

How the school treats my family 75% 2% 23%

The schedule or hours 73% 6% 21%

The principal or director 73% 9% 18%

Number of students in class 71% 2% 27%

What students are expected to
learn

71% 3% 26%

How the school treats students 71% 5% 24%

Safety of the school 70% 6% 24%

What is taught—the subjects 69% 2% 29%

Number of students in school 67% 4% 29%

How we learn things 67% 5% 28%

How we are graded 65% 5% 30%

The dress code 55% 23% 22%

Transportation to school 53% 17% 30%

The students at the school 52% 3% 45%

The school building 50% 16% 34%

Features not liked
I like
this

I don’t
like this

OK/No
opinion

Sports or other activities 28% 29% 43%

Where we eat—cafeteria 32% 37% 31%

Playground/recreation areas 24% 39% 37%

Source: Morrison Institute for Public PolicyS1999

Charter school students were also asked whether
they think they will go back to their school next
year. Table 3.18 shows their responses.

It can be seen from Table 3.18 that 62% of the
students reported that they think they will return
to their charter school next year, 18% do not plan
to return because the next grade level is not
available or because they are graduating or
moving, 7% do not plan to return for another
reason, and 13% are unsure. When these
numbers are adjusted to exclude the students who
cannot return due to lack of grade-level

availability or other factors, 76% of the students
plan to return, 8% do not, and 16% are unsure.
As might be expected, these percentages are
similar to those reported earlier for parents, who
indicated that 80% planned for their child to
return to their charter school, 6% did not, and
14% were unsure.

Table 3.18
Students—Do you think you will go back to this charter
school next year?

% Response selected

62% Yes

18% No—grade not taught here or graduating or
moving

7% No—other reason

13% Not sure

When adjusted for those who cannot return due to grade
level availability, graduation, moving:

76% Planning to return

8% Not planning to return

16% Unsure

Source: Morrison Institute for Public PolicyS1999

Finally, students were asked what type of school
they were likely to attend if they were going to
another school next year. Their responses are
reported in Table 3.19.

Table 3.19
Students—If you are going to another school next year,
what type of school will you probably attend?

% Response selected

50% A regular public school

17% Another charter school

6% Home school

3% Parochial school

3% Private school

21% Not sure

Source: Morrison Institute for Public PolicyS1999
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The table shows that 50% of the charter school
students who do not plan to attend their current
charter school next year think that they are likely
to attend a regular public school. Seventeen
percent think that they will attend another
charter school, and 22% are undecided. The
other selections by students were home school
(6%), parochial school (3%) and private school
(3%).

Student Concerns and Complaints

Students were asked in their focus groups what
they liked least about their charter school and
what one thing they would change about the
school. Like parents, many students also were
concerned about transferring credits from charter
schools to regular public schools. A few students
shared the belief expressed by some parents that
credits could not be transferred from a charter
school to a regular public school. When asked
whether any students planned on changing
schools the following year, one student replied,

“No, because you can’t. These credits— they
don’t accept them at any regular school.”

Some students were also concerned about the
lack of extracurricular activities. Comments like
the ones below from two students were not
unusual.

“One good thing about public schools is the other
activities. Some colleges look for that.”
“We need groups, clubs, like drama. Other high
schools have classes like dance, band, music.
Here we just have P.E. and computers.”

A final set of student concerns related to the
inadequacy of certain facilities. Those mentioned
several times in the student focus groups included
sports facilities, the cafeteria or other eating site,
and a playground or recreation area. These
concerns paralleled the “Features not liked” by
students reported earlier in Table 3.17.
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———— 4  4  4  4 ————
Teacher, Director, and Other Stakeholder Data

Whereas parents and students are the primary
consumers of the services offered by charter
schools, teachers and directors are the providers
of these services. Thus, they view the schools
from a somewhat different perspective, often
more as insiders at a school. Other stakeholders
in charter schools, such as state legislators and
education association officers, may provide a
broader view about charter schools and their
function in our school system than individuals
involved with only a single school.

Data were collected from both charter school
teachers and directors using surveys and focus
groups, much as was the case with charter school
parents and students. The information from other
stakeholders was obtained through individual
interviews with the stakeholders conducted by
Morrison Institute personnel. The teacher and
director data generally dealt with similar topics
and questions (selection of school, satisfaction
and concerns) as the parent and student data.
The interviews with other stakeholders mostly
yielded information about the stakeholders’
opinions and concerns related to charter schools.

Teacher Data

The data collected from teachers related to their
own selection of a charter school for a teaching
position, their satisfaction with the school and
their perceptions of parents’ satisfaction with it,
and their concerns about the school.

Teacher Selection of School

Table 4.1 shows the most common ways that
teachers learned of their job at the charter school
and the person or persons who recruited them for
the job.

The table reveals that the most common ways
that the teachers learned about the availability of

their job were by reading a newspaper
advertisement about the job (28%) and by
hearing about the job possibility or the charter
school from a colleague (26%). Teachers also
were asked to indicate one of more individuals
who recruited them for their teaching position at
the charter school. Seventy-three percent
reported that they were recruited for their job by
the charter school director and 51% reported
being recruited by a teacher at the charter school.

Table 4.1
Teachers—How did you find out about your teaching job
at this charter school?

% I sought the job out

28% Read a newspaper ad

26% Learned of it from a colleague

18% Approached the school director

% I was recruited by

73% The school director

51% A teacher at the school

Source: Morrison Institute for Public PolicyS1999

Tables 4.2 and 4.3 show school features (Table
4.2) and professional features (Table 4.3) of the
charter school that were reported by more than
40% of the teachers as having attracted them.

It can be seen from Table 4.2 that three school
features (class size, philosophy of education, and
teaching methods) were selected by more than
70% of teachers as having attracted them to the
charter school. Three more school features shown
in Table 4.2 (school size, school attitudes toward
students and education program/curriculum) were
chosen by 60% or more of the teachers.
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Table 4.2
Teachers—What features of this charter school attracted
you? (Check all that apply.)

% School Features

73% Class size

73% Philosophy of education

71% Teaching methods

61% School size

61% School attitude toward students

60% Education program/curriculum

53% Academic expectations of students

50% Safe environment

48% Quality of teachers

43% Discipline or dress code

43% Type of students

Source: Morrison Institute for Public PolicyS1999

Table 4.3 shows that a supportive school
administration (60%), potential for greater
autonomy in classroom decisions (59%), and
opportunity for greater responsibility/growth
(59%) were the professional features chosen most
often by teachers as having attracted them to
their school. Regardless of what features attracted
teachers to charter schools, it is interesting to
note that the teacher survey indicates only 24%
of teachers were specifically looking for a charter
school teaching position at the time they were job
hunting.

In focus groups, teachers most frequently described
some form of freedom as a key reason for seeking
out charter schools. Teachers mentioned freedom
from regulations, freedom to make decisions and
freedom to take risks. These statements by two
teachers are representative of the comments of
those who felt that they had more freedom in their
charter school environments.

“…now when I take a look at my curriculum, I
ensure that it meets what the state asks for, and I
have the freedom to do it any way I want to do it.
Whatever way is most successful. That is really a
plus for charter schools.”

Table 4.3
Teachers—What professional features of this school
made it attractive to you? (Check all that apply.)

% Professional Features

60% Supportive administration

59% Potential for greater autonomy in classroom
decisions

59% Opportunity for greater responsibility/growth

57% Comfortable environment

55% Participation in school decision-making/
governance

47% Opportunities to collaborate with other staff

47% Opportunities to collaborate with other staff

38% Freedom from district regulations

Source: Morrison Institute for Public PolicyS1999

“I have much more freedom than I had as part of
other schools I worked at. I like the small classes.
I don’t like the lack of resources, but it also kind
of makes you scrap and be creative and try
something different.”

Teacher Perceptions of Satisfaction

Table 4.4 shows all school features and all
professional features listed by more than 5% of the
teachers as being either better than they initially
expected or worse than they initially expected.

The table reveals that six school features and six
professional features were listed as better than
initially expected by more than 5% of the charter
school teachers. Quality of teachers, which was
rated better than initially expected by 13% of the
teachers, was the top-ranked school feature. A
supportive administration, also rated better than
initially expected by 13% of teachers, was the top-
ranked professional feature. Second-ranked
features were the school’s philosophy of education
(8%) as a school feature and participation in
decision-making (9%) as a professional feature.

It can also be seen from Table 4.4 that 12 features in
the table were listed by charter school teachers as
better than expected and only two as worse than
expected. The two features listed more frequently as
worse than expected were type of students (6%
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worse, 5% better) and teacher salaries (7% worse,
3% better).

Table 4.4
Which school features and which professional features are
better or worse than you initially expected? (List all that
apply.)

School feature Better Worse

Quality of teachers 13% 0%

Philosophy of education 8% 2%

Education program/curriculum 7% 1%

Attitude toward students 7% 2%

Class size 7% 3%

Discipline/dress code 7% 5%

Type of students 5% 6%

Professional feature Better Worse

Supportive administration 13% 5%

Participation in decision-making 9% 2%

Opportunity for responsibility/growth 8% 1%

Comfortable environment 8% 2%

Potential for more classroom autonomy 7% 2%

Opportunity to collaborate with staff 6% 2%

Salaries 3% 7%

Source: Morrison Institute for Public PolicyS1999

As one indicator of their satisfaction at the charter
school, teachers were asked if they intend to
continue teaching at their school. Their responses
are shown in Table 4.5. The table shows that 45%
of the teachers responded that they intend to
continue at their charter school indefinitely and
40% indicated that they intended to continue for a
few more years. Only 3% reported that they did not
plan to continue at their school.

Table 4.5
Teachers—Do you intend to continue teaching at this
school?

45% Yes, indefinitely

40% Yes, a few more years

3% No

12% Undecided

Source: Morrison Institute for Public PolicyS1999

Teachers were asked how parents would compare
their child’s charter school to his/her previous
school on several criteria. The teacher responses to
these items are summarized in Table 4.6

Table 4.6
Teachers—How would parents rate this school compared
to their child’s previous school in terms of:

Item
much
better

a little
better

the
same

a little
worse

a lot
worse

Their child’s academic
performance

66% 25% 6% 3% 0%

Their child’s attitude
toward school/learning

70% 19% 9% 2% 0%

Their child’s feelings
about the teachers

65% 23% 11% 1% 0%

Their child’s feelings
about classmates

50% 31% 19% 0% 0%

Item more same less

Their opportunities to be
involved

63% 25% 12%

Their input into decisions
made

66% 29% 5%

Their communication
with the school

76% 21% 3%

Being treated as  valued
member of school
community 

80% 16% 4%

Source: Morrison Institute for Public PolicyS1999

The data for the top set of four items in Table 4.6
reveal that teachers believe parents would rate
their child’s charter school much more favorably
than his/her former school on all four items
(academic performance, attitude toward school,
feelings about teachers, feelings about
classmates). The combined percentage of teachers
who chose either “much better” or “a little better”
was above 80% on each of the four items, while
the combined percentage who chose “a little
worse” or “a lot worse” was below 5% on each of
the items.

The data for the bottom set of four items in the
table indicate that teachers also believe that
parents have more involvement with their child’s
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charter school than with his/her former school.
Eighty percent of teachers indicated that they
believe parents have a stronger feeling of being
treated as a valuable member of the school
community at the charter school. Teacher
responses were also positive with regard to parent
opportunities to be involved (63%), input into
decisions made (66%), and communication with
the school (76%).

Teacher Concerns

The primary source for identifying teacher
concerns about their charter school was an item
on the teacher survey which asked teachers to
indicate their concerns when they took their
charter school job and their current concerns.
The data for this item are reported in Table 4.7
for all current or initial concerns selected by 20%
or more of the teachers. 

Table 4.7
Teachers—Do any of the following items about charter
schools concern you or did they concern you when you
took this job?

Concern Current Initial

Sports/extracurricular activities for
students

32% 15%

State support of charter school idea 32% 17%

Public support of the charter idea 32% 20%

Funding for building/campus
improvements

30% 21%

Salary 27% 15%

Implementation of special education 26% 12%

Faculty turnover 26% 19%

Operational funding for the school 26% 29%

The school facility—building/property 24% 20%

Burnout 21% 7%

Leadership of the school 20% 13%

Sustainability of the school 14% 34%

Source: Morrison Institute for Public PolicyS1999

Table 4.7 shows that the three most common
current concerns of teachers, all of which were
selected by 32% of the respondents, were

sports/extracurricular activities for students, state
support of the charter school idea, and public
support of the charter school idea. Funding for
building/campus improvements (30%) and
salaries (27%) were the fourth-ranked and fifth-
ranked current concerns chosen by teachers.

The table also reveals that 10 of the 12 items
listed were chosen more frequently as current
concerns by teachers than as initial concerns. that
is, teacher concern about these items is greater
now that it was initially. A notable exception to
this pattern is concern about sustainability of the
school, which at 34% was the most common
initial concern but was a current concern of only
14% of the teachers.

Director Data

The data collected from directors dealt primarily
with their perceptions of parents’ satisfaction with
their child’s charter school and with the directors’
concerns about charter schools. These data are
reported below.

Director Perceptions of Satisfaction

Although administrators were not questioned
directly as to their own satisfaction with charters
for this study, the topic came up spontaneously in
focus groups. The most prominent theme that
emerged in these discussions was the difference
that creating and maintaining a clear unique
vision makes. This belief is illustrated in the
comment of one director who had previously been
a teacher and principal in the regular public
schools.

“I have the ability to stand in front of a group of
parents and say, ‘this is who we are. If it doesn’t
meet your needs, then you need to look
elsewhere.’ At the district I had to stand in front
of people and say, ‘whatever you want we are
that or we will become that.’ And, therefore, we
were nothing. Every value system and belief and
every radical notion had to fit within that and be
OK. ‘Here at my charter school, we’re bright
orange, and if bright orange doesn’t fit your life,
then this is not a good school for you because
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choice is what brought you in and choice should
take you to a better school for your child.’”

The directors’ responses to questions about how
parents would rate their charter school compared
to the child’s former school are summarized in
Table 4.8.

Table 4.8
Directors—How would parents rate this school compared
to their child’s previous school in terms of:

Item
much
better

a little
better

the
same

a little
worse

a lot
worse

Their child’s academic
performance

76% 20% 4% 0% 0%

Their child’s attitude
toward school/learning

76% 20% 4% 0% 0%

Their child’s feelings
about the teachers

69% 25% 6% 0% 0%

Their child’s feelings
about classmates

47% 33% 20% 0% 0%

Item more same less

Their opportunities to be
involved

67% 20% 13%

Their input into decisions
made

66% 34% 0%

Their communications
with the school

82% 18% 0%

Being treated as a valued
member of
school/community

89% 11% 0%

Source: Morrison Institute for Public PolicyS1999

The data for the first four items in Table 4.8 reveal
that charter school directors believe that parents
would rate their child’s charter school much higher
than his/her former school. The combined number
of “much better” and “a little better” responses was
96% for each of the first two items: academic
performance and attitude toward school/learning.
The lowest rated of the top four items was “feelings
about their classmates,” which still was rated as
“much better” or “a little better” by 80% of the
charter school directors. None of the first four
items received any rating of “a little worse” or
“much worse.”

Directors also believed that parents would rate
their child’s charter school highly on the bottom
set of four items in Table 4.8. Directors felt very
strongly (89%) that parents believe they are
treated as a more valued member of the school
community in their child’s charter school than in
his/her previous school. Their positive ratings
about parents’ beliefs ranged from 66% to 82% on
the other three items dealing with parent
involvement and communication with the charter
school.

The data from teachers and directors on how
parents would rate their child’s charter school
provides an interesting comparison with how
parents and the students themselves rated the
school. These data are reported in Table 4.9, with
the two positive categories (“a lot better” and “a
little better”) collapsed into one category and the
two negative categories (“a lot worse” and “a little
worse”) collapsed into one.

It can be seen from the table that students and
parents, as reported earlier, had similar ratings to
each other on all four items and rated each item
quite positively. Compared to students’ and
parents’ ratings, however, teachers’ and directors’
ratings were even more positive. On academic
performance, for example, 83% of students and
79% of parents rated it to be a lot or a little
better, and 6% of students and 7% of parents
rated it a lot or a little worse. In comparison, 91%
of teachers and 96% of directors rated academic
performance to be a lot or a little better, and only
3% of teachers and 0% of directors rated it a lot
or a little worse. This pattern is consistent across
all four items in the table.
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Table 4.9
Participant ratings of student and parent satisfaction with
charter school compared to former school

Rating Group

Area: Academic performance
A lot or a

little better
A lot or a

little worse
About the

Same

Students 83% 6% 11%

Parents 79% 7% 14%

Teachers 91% 3% 6%

Directors 96% 0% 4%

Rating Group

Area: Attitude toward school/learning
A lot or a

little better
A lot or a

little worse
About the

Same

Students 73% 6% 20%

Parents 77% 6% 17%

Teachers 89% 2% 9%

Directors 96% 0% 4%

Rating Group

Area: Feelings about teachers
A lot or a

little better
A lot or a

little worse
About the

Same

Students 77% 6% 17%

Parents 73% 6% 21%

Teachers 88% 1% 11%

Directors 94% 0% 6%

Rating Group

Area: Feelings about classmates
A lot or a

little better
A lot or a

little worse
About the

Same

Students 64% 6% 30%

Parents 63% 2% 35%

Teachers 81% 0% 19%

Directors 80% 0% 20%

Source: Morrison Institute for Public PolicyS1999

Director Concerns

The directors indicated their concerns about
charter schools on the director survey as well as in
focus groups and interviews with Morrison
Institute staff members.

Directors were asked to indicate on the director
survey the items that concerned them about their
charter schools when they took their charter
school job and the items that currently concern
them. The items selected as either a current
concern or an initial concern by more than 20%
of the directors are shown in Table 4.10.

Table 4.10
Directors—Do any of the following items about charter
schools concern you or did they concern you when you
took this job?

Concern Current Initial

Funding for building/campus
improvements

33% 13%

The school facility—building/property 32% 19%

Sports/extracurricular activities for
students

28% 4%

Burnout 24% 13%

Salary 22% 19%

Implementation of special education 15% 24%

Sustainability of the school 11% 28%

Leadership of the school 7% 20%

Source: Morrison Institute for Public PolicyS1999

The table reveals that the three concerns selected
most often by charter school directors were
funding for building/campus improvements
(33%), the school facility—building/property
(32%), and sports/extracurricular activities for
students (28%). Other items selected by more
than 20% of the directors as current concerns
were burnout (24%) and salaries (22%). As
shown in the table, the three items selected as
initial concerns by 20% or more of the directors
(implementation of special education,
sustainability of the school, leadership of the
school) were chosen as current concerns by well
below 20% of the respondents.

Charter school directors were also asked to
describe the most significant difficulties they have
faced in running their charter school. Their
responses to this item are summarized in Table
4.11.
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Table 4.11
Directors—Please describe three of the most significant
difficulties you have faced in running your charter school.

% Difficulty

22% Funding issues

15% Staffing or administration issues

15% Facilities/zoning or expansion issues

9% Paperwork/reporting requirements

9% Public perceptions of charters/community
relations

6% Special education

5% Concerns about students

Source: Morrison Institute for Public PolicyS1999

Table 4.11 shows all difficulties in running their
charter school that were described by 5% or more
of the directors. It can be seen that funding issues
were listed by the most directors (22%) as a
difficulty in running their school. Staffing or
administration issues (15%) and facilities/zoning
or expansion issues (15%) were listed next most
often as difficulties in running the school.

Several concerns were also reported by directors
in focus groups and interviews. The cost of
operating a special education program was one
common concern. One director summarized this
concern with the following comment:

“That is the fear that we all sort of have, that we
will get some children whose needs will be more
than we can afford.”

Cooperative hiring arrangements are being
considered by some directors as one way to defray
cost.

Financial issues were once again a matter of
concern. It was noted that some charter schools
have experienced difficulties in trying to borrow
funds from lending institutions. Some directors
cited other issues, including accountability for
student achievement and transferability of credits
earned at charter schools, as important concerns.

Information from Other Stakeholders

Cooperative hiring arrangements are being
considered by some directors as one way to defray
costs. Information from stakeholders in charter
schools, other than the consumers and providers
of their services, was gathered from individual
interviews conducted with the stakeholders by
Morrison Institute researchers (Refer to
Appendix A for a list of individuals interviewed).
In addition to providing other information,
stakeholders related their concerns about charter
schools. The stakeholder concerns were
categorized by Morrison staff into seven topic
areas:

• Accountability
• Achievement
• Special Education
• Equity and Choice
• Funding and Facilities
• Qualifications of Teachers and Directors
• Governance

Each of these seven areas of concern is discussed
below.

Accountability

Many stakeholders expressed the opinion that
charter schools do not have sufficient
accountability procedures in place as they relate to
student achievement. Several also recommended
improving the quality of information available to
parents about school performance. There was some
agreement among stakeholders that the Arizona
Department of Education has a role in holding
charter schools accountable for performance. One
state legislator remarked:

“I kind of look on information as being a lot more
important a function of government agencies
than a lot of the regulating and monitoring that
they do. This may be one thing that at least
should be contracted for by the Department.”

The fact that the charter school law does not
prohibit school districts from sponsoring schools
outside of their borders was noted as a barrier to
accountability by some stakeholders. This view
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was often followed by comments about oversight
being compromised by distance and the belief that
the primary motivation for districts to sponsor
out-of-district charter schools are monetary. Not
all stakeholders felt that strong accountability
measures should be imposed on charter schools,
however. Some cited ways that charters are
already accountable, such as through report cards,
annual reports to sponsors, and other reporting
requirements. In defense of charter schools, a
state legislator expressed the belief that regular
public schools have not been held accountable
when he commented:

“It’s not charter schools in South Phoenix that
have 70% dropout rates and go on. Why do these
regular schools still receive funding to go on?”

The market-based idea that people will vote with
their feet suggests that some charter schools may
lose public support and be forced to close if
student achievement is poor or ethical practices
are questionable. However, some stakeholders
noted that that has not happened so far, even in
the small number of problem cases that have
occurred. These stakeholders raised doubts that
charter schools will be closed due to poor
performance.

Achievement

Improving student achievement is a primary goal of
Arizona’s charter school law. The issues of
accountability and student achievement go hand-
in-hand, of course, because the amount of
improvement in student achievement is often
considered to be the key indicator of a school’s
accountability. As yet, however, there have been
no carefully designed general analyses or school-by-
school analyses of student achievement in charter
schools. Indeed, highly credible comparisons of
achievement between charter school students and
regular public school students are difficult and
costly to perform for several reasons.

Many stakeholders interviewed for this study
expressed concerns about student achievement in
charter schools. Several interviewees either had
strong positive or strong negative opinions about
student achievement in the schools. The more

common concern, though, was with the need for
better information about student achievement in
charter schools. Most stakeholders seemed to
believe that strong evidence was not yet available
on this issue.

Special Education

Special education in charter schools raised
concerns for a number of stakeholders, just as it
did for charter school teachers and directors.
When interviewed about special education in
charter schools, an attorney at the Center for
Disability Law reported that about 20% of the
approximately 1000 calls the Center received
from parents in the past year regarding special
education violations or concerns were about
charter schools. This is a relatively high
percentage given charter school enrollments.

Stakeholders who are knowledgeable about
special education and charter schools cited three
important issues: lack of awareness by many
charter school administrators of their legal
responsibility to provide special education,
inability or unwillingness to provide services as
required by law, and efforts to dissuade parents
from enrolling their special education students.
One special education advocate stated that
initially the latter violation was quite apparent,
but that now it has taken the form of more subtle
dissuasion of parents.

Equity and Choice

Stakeholders raised concerns related to equity in
charter schools. Since there is a lack of
demographic data for charter schools, it is difficult
to determine the representativeness or
comparability of charter school students to the
regular public school population. However, a few
stakeholders noted that most charter schools do
not offer free meals or free transportation to
students, which may limit attendance by low-
income students.

Stakeholders also noted that charter schools with
a specific mission or emphasis may limit their
student population by intent and/or by self-
selection on the part of parents and students.
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Examples of such schools would be schools with
an arts emphasis or a particular educational
philosophy. A few stakeholders said that
exclusion of students in such cases may be subtle,
perhaps just the feeling that students are not
wanted unless they have a particular talent or
their parents ascribe to a particular pedagogical
belief. Other stakeholders and some school
directors noted the benefits of being able to select
and pursue a mission, as well as the importance of
communicating that mission to parents in order to
minimize turnover.

Funding and Facilities

A variety of issues related to funding and facilities
were raised by charter school stakeholders during
this study. The general perception of stakeholders
was that charters operate on limited budgets and
that tight finances impact facilities, staff salaries,
and program offerings.

Charter schools have increased opportunities for
collaboration with community-based
organizations and city agencies, such as libraries
and parks. In some cases, such partnerships have
benefitted charter schools through facility-sharing
with such groups as Boys and Girls Clubs and
YMCA. At the same time, they have increased
demands for many community and city services.
Libraries, for example, are heavily affected by
frequent visits from charter school students, who
most often do not have substantial libraries at
their schools. As charters continue to grow in
number and continue to use public libraries as
their primary source of additional reference
material, librarians have expressed some concern
that the libraries may not be able to keep up with
new demand.

Stakeholders noted barriers related to funding.
For example, while it is becoming easier for
charter schools to borrow money, borrowing at a
commercial rate of interest is prohibitive. The
change in the law that lengthened the life of a
charter to 15 years—in order to facilitate loan
approvals—was also viewed by some as creating
problems for accountability, despite the five year
review process in place. The wisdom of spending a
large percentage of charter school budgets on

leased property, with no hope for return on
investment, was questioned by various
stakeholders.

Several stakeholders relayed concerns over the
financial problems at some charter schools and
the effect this has on public perceptions of
charters. The fact that a few charters have been
closed for serious financial problems or
malfeasance—events that are well-covered by the
media—was reported as having negative
repercussions on all charter schools leading to
eroded public support.

Long-term funding and facilities issues were also
raised by stakeholders. State-sponsored schools
are funded entirely at the state level, and as more
and more charters gain sponsorship, what was
originally a small budget item grows. Furthermore,
many stakeholders were concerned about the fact
that land purchased with public funds for school
property belongs to the charter holder due to a
1996 change in the law. This change enables
charters to keep property acquired through the
charter school. If a school goes out of business or
converts to a private school, the property is legally
the charter holder's.

Finally, stakeholders described the facilities
charter schools can afford as creating some
problems. Often, facilities are not initially well
suited for school operations and require extensive
and costly renovations. Some stakeholders
questioned whether certain of these facilities are
safe or accessible to disabled persons. The recent
exemption of charter schools from the state
facility standards, intended to provide them with
flexibility, was described as a potential long term
liability.

Qualifications of Teachers and Directors

Some stakeholders raised questions and concerns
about the qualifications of charter school teachers
and administrators. Responses to the teacher
survey revealed that 20% of the respondents did
not have a teaching certificate from Arizona or
any other state. Survey data also indicated that
20% of charter school teachers have no prior
teaching experience and 33% of charter school
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directors have no prior school administration
experience. One state legislator remarked that it
is odd that educational reform efforts are focusing
on higher standards for teachers, yet charter
schools are not. A few stakeholders expressed the
opinion that the charter school boards should
take a role in ensuring that administrators and
teachers in charter schools have the training and
skills to operate the schools successfully.

Governance

One set of concerns from stakeholders centered
around governance issues. By law, charter schools
can use any form of governance they choose.
Most charter school board members are not
elected, but instead are appointed by the school
operators. Several stakeholders felt that this
process serves the interests of the school
operators better than those of the parents and
students. There was considerable sentiment
among stakeholders for a more democratic
process that involves parents in the election of
school governing boards.

Another governance issue raised by stakeholders
related to the development of school policies and
procedures. One state association official reported
that the most common complaint she received
from charter school teachers was a lack of due
process. She commented that,

“Very few charter schools I’ve seen had all their
policies developed or even were aware of
responsibilities they had in terms of special
education or discipline or due process. They just
didn’t know or just disregard it.”
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———— 5  5  5  5 ————
Student Achievement Data

Improving student achievement is a central purpose
of charter schools in Arizona. Thus, an analysis of
student achievement in Arizona charter schools as
measured by the Stanford Achievement Test (SAT
9)(see Evaluation Methods section), was conducted.
This analysis was based on data from Arizona
charter schools and regular public schools during the
spring of 1997 and 1998 and provides the first
systematic examination of Arizona charter school
student achievement. 

Data Analysis

What follows is a description of each analysis
followed by the results. The possible interpretations
and implications of the analyses are described in
Chapter 6. 

For this analysis, student records were grouped
according to the type of school (charter or regular
public) attended in both 1997 and 1998. Four
groupings were created:

1) students in charter schools in 1997 and regular
public schools in 1998; 

2) students in regular public schools in 1997 and
charter schools in 1998;

3) students in charter schools both in 1997 and
1998;

4) students in regular public schools in both 1997
and 1998 (i.e., “never” in a charter school)

First, each group’s average NCE score was
calculated at each grade for the reading, language,
and mathematics batteries of the SAT 9 from 1997
to 1998. Gain scores from 1997 to 1998 were then
calculated on each battery for each grade level
transition. Next, a series of Analysis of Variance
(ANOVA) computations were conducted to assess
the degree to which differences in group average
gains are considered statistically significant or likely
to be due to simple random fluctuation. Figures 5.1
to 5.3 show results for reading, language, and math.
The tables use the following codes to describe the

four groups described above: 1) 97 Only; 2) 98
Only; 3) 97 and 98; 4) Never.

Results of Analysis of Gain in NCE

The results of this analysis reveal a few patterns for
the different groups, but there is little consistency
among subject areas or grade levels. Furthermore,
few of the differences are statistically significant, but
each significant difference is described below. 

Reading

The 1997 charter group consistently made greater
gains than other groups at the elementary level, and
the 1998 charter group typically showed the lowest
gain. However, the gains were not large and were
not consistent. The 97 charter group had statistically
larger growth than regular public school group at
grades 4 to 5. The two-year charter group had
statistically larger growth than the regular public
school group and the 98 charter group at the 8 to 9
transition and the 9 to 10 transition. The 98 charter
group was lower than the two-year charter and
regular public groups at grades 9-10, and worse than
all groups at 6-7.

Language

In language growth, the patterns described above
were generally repeated with high gains for the 97
charter group and the lowest gains for the 98
charter group. Again, effects were neither large nor
consistent. The 97 charter group had significantly
higher gain than 98 only and public groups in grade
3 to 4 and higher than the 98 charter group in
grades 6 to 7. In grades 8 to 9, the two-year charter
group performed significantly better than the 98
charter group and regular public school group.
Grades 8 to 9 was the only significant difference
between two-year charter and the regular public
school groups. The 98 charter group exhibited
significantly worse performance than the regular
public school group in grades 6 to 7 and 9 to 10.
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Figure 5.2 Average Change in Language Achievement by Grade and Type

                                                                                                                                                  Enrolled in a Charter School:

                                                                                                B                        97-98                   97 Only                 98 Only                  Never

                                                                                                          C

              
B

                                                                                                     
B

                                                                                                     C

                                                                                                                                                                           
B

               C

                     B                                                                                                                            B C

                   
�

                                                                                                                         
�

                                                                                                                                                                                     B C

                                                                                                                                                              B C

         3-4              4-5              5-6              6-7             7-8               8-9             9-10           10-11          11-12
Grades 1997 to 1998

For Figures 5.1, 5.2, and 5.3—A, B, C = statistically significant at p<.01.   A=group differs significantly from other 3 groups in grade level; 
B=two groups differ significantly from each other; C=two groups differ significantly from each other.

Note: Readers should recognize that statistical significance and meaningfulness are not the same.
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Mathematics

In mathematics achievement gains, students who
left charter schools after 1997 consistently
showed higher average gains than students in
other groups. These results, however, were only
significantly higher in the grade 3 to 4 transition
and the grade 9 to 10 transition. The second
consistent pattern is that students who entered
charter schools in 1998 had consistently lower
gains than other student groups, with significant
results occurring at three grade levels (3 to 4, 6 to
7, and 8 to 9). At grades 10-11, the 98 charter
group was significantly worse than the regular
public school group. At grades 5-6, the 98 charter
group performed worse than both the two-year
charter and 97 charger group. At the grade 4 to 5
transition, both the 97/98 charter group and the
97 charter group performed significantly better
than the 98 charter and regular public school
groups. Across all grade levels, the average
change for students who were not in charter
schools was approximately the same as that of
students in charter schools for two years. These

small differences were only statistically significant
at the 4-5 transition where two-year charters
showed higher gain. 

Results of an Analysis of Raw NCE Scores

While the graphics and statistical analyses
reported above address the issue of the size of gain
by group and grade, they do not indicate how the
different groups vary in their 1997 and 1998
achievement levels. To address this, a series of
dot-plots were constructed and are shown as
Figures 5.4, 5.5, and 5.6.  These figures indicate
the 1997 average NCE (marked with an open
circle) and the 1998 average NCE (marked with a
triangle). The size of the change is indicated with
a line extending between the two shapes. Positive
gains are indicated by circles on the left and
negative gains show the triangles to the left of the
circle. (Negative gains actually reflect a loss in
position to the national norming group, not a loss
in knowledge from one year to the next.)
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Reading

Reading scores, shown in figure 5.4, reveal that in
the elementary grades, the two-year charter group
started at a slightly higher level than the regular
public school group but overall are fairly similar.
This effect diminishes in the middle school years
and reverses in high school. Across the grades,
the 97 charter and 98 charter groups consistently
have lower scores in 1997, and with the exception
of the grades 3 to 4 transition, are also lower than
the two-year and regular public groups in their
1998 SAT 9 scores.

Language

Language scores are similar to reading scores, with
very similar starting points and gains between
two-year charter and regular public school groups,
with the two-year charter students declining in
their scores and gains in relation to regular
students beginning in the grade 7 to 8 transition.
The 97 charter group and the 98 charter group
begin the furthest behind the other groups with
the 97 charter group most often making the
largest gains and showing the most growth in the
early years. Again, the 1997 achievement levels of
all charter student groups decline with increasing
grades. 

Mathematics

Math scores in the elementary grades, similar to
reading and language, show the two-year charter
group and the regular public school group as very
consistent in their 1997 achievement levels and
growth. In middle and high school, however, the
1997 achievement levels of the charter school
groups begin to fall, and by high school, are
between 10 to 15 NCE points behind the regular
public school students. Again, the 97 charter only
and 98 charter only groups show 97 and 98 SAT
9 scores most often below the other groups, with
the 97 charter only group showing the greatest
gains in most grades, although few gains are
significantly different from other groups, as Figure
5.3 shows.
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Figure 5.5 Change in Language NCE Score by Grade and Group
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———— 6  6  6  6 ————
Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations

This study was conducted as a progress evaluation
of charter schools in Arizona. Charter school
parents, students, teachers and directors, as well
as other stakeholders in charter schools, were
surveyed by the Morrison Institute for Public
Policy regarding their experiences and opinions
related to Arizona’s charter schools. The primary
issues addressed in the study were:

• Why and how do people choose charter
schools?

• How satisfied are they with the schools?
• What are their concerns about the schools?
• What do we know about charter school

students’ academic achievement?

This section is organized into three parts:
discussion, which contains a summary and
discussion of the results, conclusions, and
recommendations.

Discussion

Parents and Students

There was high agreement between parents of
charter schools and the students themselves
regarding the main reasons for the students’
transfer from regular public schools to charter
schools. Collectively, factors related to the
students’ academic performance (not doing well
in classes/academically) and dissatisfaction
(boredom, dislike of other students or negative
social interactions with them) at their former
school were the primary reasons for transfer cited
by both parents and students. Large class sizes
and insufficient help for the student by teachers
were other reasons selected frequently by both
groups.

Parents and students also selected a similar
feature of the charter school as a top reason for
attracting them to it. Parents chose the education

program/curriculum of the charter school and
students indicated that the charter school had a
special program that they liked. The school’s
teaching methods and class size were other top-
ranked reasons for parents being attracted to the
school, and having friends at the school was
another important reason for many students.

With regard to perceptions of student
performance and satisfaction at the charter
school, parents and students consistently had
high levels of agreement that conditions were
much better for the student at the charter school
than at his/her previous school. Parents and
students responded very positively and quite
similarly to one another to items comparing the
charter school to the student’s former school on
how well the student is doing academically,
student attitudes toward the charter school, how
well the student likes the charter school teachers,
and how well she/he likes the students. In
contrast to the high percentages of positive
responses to these items, there were very low
percentages of negative responses.

The consistency of positive parent and student
responses regarding their satisfaction with the
charter schools was again demonstrated in
response to the parent question “Was anything
about this charter school better, worse or different
than what you expected?” and a similar question
of students: “What features do you like and not
like about your charter school?” Although the
wording of the features was somewhat different
between the parent and student surveys, the
choice of top-rated responses was very similar
across the two groups. Quality of teachers was
rated highest by parents, and “my teachers” was
rated highest by students. Eight of the top 10
items rated highest by teachers also had similarly
worded or counterpart items rated in the top 10
by students. Notable among these items were
academic expectations, school size, class size,
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attitude toward parents and attitude toward
students.

Parents also had favorable opinions about their
involvement and communication with their
child’s charter school. Parent responses were
positive on all seven items dealing with these
topics, with the number of parents indicating that
conditions were better in these areas than at the
child’s previous school ranging from 59% to 70%
across the seven items. Fewer than 10% of the
parents indicated that conditions were worse at
the charter school on any item. Students were not
asked to respond to a comparable set of items.

An additional indicator of satisfaction is whether
a student plans to return to the same charter
school next year. When the data were adjusted
for students who could not return because they
were moving out of the area or because their next
grade was not available at the school, 80% of the
charter school parents and 76% of the students
reported that the student would be returning.
Only 6% of the parents and 8% of the students
indicated that the student would not return.
Thus, parents and students were again quite
consistent with one another in their responses.

Parents and students shared some concerns about
charter schools, and each group had unique
concerns as well. Two concerns that were
common to both groups were a lack of sports and
extracurricular activities and the difficulty of
transferring credits from a charter school at the
secondary level to a regular public school. Both
parents and students were also concerned about
the potential effects of a limited curriculum or
lack of extracurricular activities as they relate to
college admission and scholarships. Parents also
listed funding for capital improvements and
operational funding for the school as concerns,
while students also were concerned about their
cafeteria or other eating site and about the need
for a playground or recreation area.

The analysis of complaint files indicates that
issues related to staffing, administration, and
governance and issues related to communications
and expectations represent the greatest

proportion of complaints raised by charter schools
parents. Moreover, there may be a pattern to
school complaints over time. Based on the four
years of data to analyze, the fewest complaints
occurred in charter schools’ first year of
operation, the greatest number occurred in the
second year, and the number of complaints began
to trail off in the third year. One possible
explanation may be that in the first year of
operations, parents are unaware of problems or
are willing to forgive problems they perceive as
start-up glitches. In the second year, problems
may no longer be tolerated and action is taken to
change things. By the third year, problems get
resolved, and the school functions more
smoothly, resulting in fewer complaints.

This analysis is consistent with what directors,
teachers, and the parents who send their children
to charters said in interviews and surveys. Often,
the first years are difficult. People are learning
new skills and new roles. It appears that the
proportion of complaints over time may be a
function of the school’s longevity or natural
organizational development.

The complaint file data as well as the perceptions
of participants in charter schools highlight an
issue not previously discussed. Some of the
problems faced by charter schools may be similar
to those that any new or start-up school would
face. Therefore, when looking at emerging issues
in charter schools, it may be helpful to ask the
question: to what extent is this a new school issue
rather than a charter school issue?

Collectively, the parent and student data indicate
that charter schools share many of the positive
and negative features of small or new regular
public schools that operate on limited budgets.
Parents and students like many of these features:
the smaller school size, small class sizes, the often
friendly and familiar attitudes of school personnel,
opportunities to be involved in school affairs, and
a safe school environment. However, because of
space and budget limitations, charter schools
often lack features that parents and students have
come to expect from larger schools, such as a
more comprehensive curriculum, more
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extracurricular activities, and building and
campus facilities that include special areas for
academic and recreational purposes.
For parents who are considering whether to enroll
their child in a charter school, the parent and
student data suggest that the decision often may
involve a set of trade-offs. On the one hand,
many charter schools may offer an environment
that is more comfortable and personalized for a
student because of the school’s smaller size, its
academic emphasis, or a particular set of beliefs
that is consonant with those of the student and
his/her family. On the other, regular public
schools often offer a broader curriculum, a wider
range of extracurricular activities and, in the best
public schools cases, greater academic challenges
for students. Parents who are involved in the
decision-making process have the opportunity to
investigate different schools and to consider these
potential trade-offs in selecting the school that is
most appropriate for their child’s academic
abilities, personal needs, and prior educational
experiences.

Student Achievement Data

The analysis of student achievement as measured by
SAT 9 test scores provides some indication of
student progress in charter schools, but raises more
questions than it answers. Overall, based upon the
two years of test data available for analysis, it
appears that charter schools are not performing very
differently from other regular public schools. In
examining 1997 and 1998 NCE scores and looking
at the gain scores over the two years, very few
significant differences occur. 

Students in charter schools for two years have
increased in achievement (in reading, language, and
mathematics) at approximately similar levels as
students at regular public schools. It may be that
attending the same school for two years is a factor
that contributes to the similarity in achievement
levels since it is well known that mobility is highly
linked to poor educational outcomes.

The analysis also revealed that by middle school,
the students who attended charter schools for one
year or more began to lag behind their regular public
school age-mates. By high school, this effect was

even more dramatic, with charter school students
often 10 to 15 NCE points behind regular public
school students at the 1997 testing. This effect may
be a function of the program offerings at middle and
high school level charters, a great number of which
serve students who have not previously been
successful in school. However, analysis of these
scores in relation to the type of program and student
demographics, which was beyond the scope of this
study, is required before this interpretation can be
verified. 

The students attending charters for only one of the
two years (either 1997 or 1998) started 1997 at
consistently lower achievement levels than the
other two groups. While they often made the most
gains at the elementary level, they were also
responsible for the largest negative changes in NCE
score at the middle and high school levels over the
two years. This is curious and especially difficult to
interpret. These students may be some of the most
mobile charter students, although data are not
available to describe their past schooling patterns.
Certainly, understanding student mobility and
knowing why students left their charter or regular
public school would help in the interpretation of this
effect.

Finally, an analysis involving the average
achievement gains at each charter school could not
be conducted due to exceptionally small numbers of
students in each grade at charter schools for whom
test data were available from 1997 to 1998. The
majority of schools with data reported data for less
than 10 students per grade level. This small number
is inadequate to use a mean NCE or gain score upon
as any one individual can distort the average for the
group. This “by school” limitation does not,
however, affect the other analyses conducted for
this evaluation since they relied on aggregated data.
While small class size and school size are important
features of charter schools, they are unfortunately
not conducive to statistical analysis. Clearly, many
charter schools have more than 10 students in one
grade level, but with attrition from one year to the
next, the number of students for whom test data are
available over time is extremely limited. As charter
school student populations become more stable,
programs expand, and SAT 9 testing becomes more
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routinized at these schools, more data should be
available for future analyses of student achievement.

In summary, while the reader must recognize the
inherent limitations of these findings, they
nevertheless seem to indicate–in a preliminary
way–that charter school students are achieving
similar academic gains to students attending
regular public schools. But understanding why
this is so and more detailed interpretations of the
data are highly problematic. As such, these
findings on student achievement primarily serve
to provide a point of departure for determining
how a tightly controlled research design, more
years of complete test data, and the utilization of
student demographic data and school program
information, can offer important information to
parents, charter school operators, and public
officials in the future.

Teachers and Directors

Teachers reported that the most common ways
that they learned about the availability of their
charter school teaching job was through a
newspaper advertisement and by word of mouth
from a colleague. Most teachers who were
recruited were recruited by the charter school
director and many were also recruited by a
teacher at the charter school.

Class size, philosophy of education and teaching
methods were rated by teachers as having
attracted them to the charter school.
Interestingly, these factors were also three of the
four top-rated ones by parents as having attracted
them to their child’s charter school. Teachers also
frequently described freedom—freedom from
regulations, freedom to make decisions, freedom
to take risks, etc.—as a reason for seeking out
charter schools.

As one indicator of their satisfaction with their
charter school, teachers were asked to rate many
features of the school as better or worse than they
initially expected when they were hired. Their
ratings indicated that they were quite satisfied
with the school. Of the 14 features rated most
often by teachers as either better or worse than
initially expected, 12 were rated as better and

only 2 as worse. Quality of teachers and
supportive administration were the two features
rated most often as better.

A total of 85% of the teachers reported that they
intend to return to the same charter school next
year. This number is quite similar to the 80% of
parents and 76% of students who indicated that
the student is likely to return.

Although students and parents at charter schools
rated the students’ academic performance,
attitude toward the school, and feelings about its
teachers and students quite positively, teachers
and directors gave even more positive ratings
when asked how parents would rate it. The higher
ratings by the teachers and directors may reflect a
closer identification with the school and a feeling
of greater responsibility for its quality by these key
school personnel than by the students and their
parents. Therefore, these data are reported with
this caveat: the phenomenon of people presenting
or judging themselves, as well as judging things
with which they are closely identified very
positively is well established in the psychology
literature under the term self-presentation bias.
This phenomenon may help to explain why the
judgments by teachers and directors about parent
ratings consistently were even more positive than
those by parents and students.

Teachers and directors shared several concerns
about charter schools. Lack of sports and
extracurricular activities, funding for
building/campus improvements, and salaries were
in the top five concerns of both groups.
Implementation of special education was also an
important concern for both teachers and
directors.

The one concern that was mentioned frequently
by all four respondent groups was the lack of
sports and extracurricular activities. Funding for
building or campus improvements was also a
major concern for three of the four groups of
respondents, rated as the top concern by parents
and directors and as fourth by teachers.

Other Stakeholders
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The information from other stakeholders in
charter schools was gathered mainly in individual
interviews and dealt primarily with their opinions
and concerns about the schools. Seven major
areas of concern were identified: accountability,
achievement, special education, equity and
choice, school property ownership, teacher and
director qualifications, and governance. 

Most of the stakeholders who were interviewed
were either in policy-making positions or in
positions in which they serve as representatives or
advocates for professional organizations or special-
needs groups. Unlike charter school students,
teachers and directors, they do not deal with
charter schools on a full-time, everyday basis.
Rather, they normally have responsibilities related
to charter schools generally, rather than to a
single school, as one part of a more
comprehensive workload. Thus, their concerns
about charter schools tended to be more general,
and in several cases, more policy-related than
those of the other respondents. These concerns
served as one basis for several of the
recommendations made at the end of this section.

Conclusions

Several conclusions can be drawn from this
progress evaluation of charter schools.

• The primary reasons that students transfer to
charter schools are that they were not
performing well academically and/or they
were not happy at their former school.
Features that attracted parents and/or
students about their charter school included
its educational programs, teaching methods,
and class size.

• Parents of charter school students and the
students themselves are much more satisfied
with the academic performance and attitudes
of the students at their charter schools than
at their former schools.

• Parents and students consider the teachers at
charter schools to be their best feature
compared to students’ former schools. Other
features identified by both groups as being

much better at the charter school include
school size, class size, attitude toward
students and attitude toward parents.

• Analysis of student achievement data as
measured by SAT 9 test scores provides an
initial indication of student progress in
charter schools. Overall, based upon the two
years of data available for analysis, it appears
that charter schools are not performing very
differently than other regular public schools.
Examination of 1997 and 1998 NCE scores
and gain scores in reading, language, and
mathematics over the two years reveal very
few significant differences. Further research is
needed to adequately understand the effects
of charter schools on student achievement.

• Teachers at charter schools are quite satisfied
with their teaching positions.

• Common concerns of parents, students and
school personnel about charter schools
include a lack of sports and other
extracurricular activities, funding for building
and campus improvements, transferability of
charter school credits to regular public
schools, implementation of special education
requirements, and salaries.

• Major concerns of other stakeholders in
charter schools include accountability,
student achievement, special education,
funding and facilities, and qualifications of
teachers and directors.

Recommendations

The data from this study indicate that the parents
and students who are consumers of their services
believe charter schools are operating successfully
and  are very pleased with them. However, the
charter school movement in Arizona is still in its
early years, and many participants in this study
expressed concerns and made suggestions about
the schools. Again, some concerns raised (but
certainly not all) may be new school rather than
specifically charter school issues. The
recommendations that follow are intended to



42 Morrison Institute for Public Policy

address many of the concerns expressed by
participants in the study.

We offer these recommendations with some
reservations. In particular, our concern is that
each one could require additional personnel and
additional costs. Now—five years after the
passage of Arizona’s charter school law—may be a
good time to address some of the concerns of
charter school constituents and stakeholders. But
this should not be done without careful
consideration of the burdens, both in dollars and
in additional structure or bureaucracy, that
addressing them may entail.

The recommendations are listed below, with each
recommendation followed by a statement of
information relevant to it.

• Enable the ADE charter school office to
provide more outreach and to develop more
fully as an information clearinghouse where
interested parties can obtain information
about charter schools.

The majority of charter school parents (53%)
reported learning about charter schools by word
of mouth from a friend, relative or neighbor. At
this time there is no good source of comparative
information about charter schools that is readily
available to most prospective consumers. Many
stakeholders recommend that the quality of
information available to parents be improved. The
clearinghouse proposed by the governor’s office
and the state charter school board was considered
to be an appropriate idea by stakeholders. The
ADE charter school office is capable of fulfilling
this function. However, more resources would
need to be appropriated to increase capacity for
data collection and analysis, producing and
distributing appropriate materials, fielding calls
and meeting with potential charter school
parents.

• Train operators of charter schools on school
regulations and policies.

The review of complaint files and the comments
of many stakeholders indicate that it’s not easy
being a charter school, especially at the

beginning. There is a lot for the directors to learn,
and it takes time. A total of 33% of the directors
in the study have no prior school administration
experience. Their learning process could be
shortened and many initial problems eliminated
through early direct training on such matters as
policy development, public school practices,
special education requirements, due process, and
the roles and responsibilities of governing boards.
Good training in special education is available
now, but more systematic and comprehensive
training on other issues would be beneficial.

• Encourage the development of transfer-of-
credit agreements with regular public schools
and articulation agreements with Arizona
colleges and universities.

Many charter school parents and students were
concerned about the difficulty of transferring
credits from a charter school to a regular public
school and about the potential effects of a limited
curriculum as it relates to college and university
admission. Arrangements for transfer of credit
from charter schools often occur on a case-by-
case basis, and in several cases district schools
have been reluctant to give credit for charter
school classes. An effort to systematize the
transfer-of-credit process and to develop model
agreements that could be used by charter schools
generally could help to reduce transfer-of-credit
problems.

• Establish a high-level group to study funding
issues and to make policy recommendations
about them.

Funding for building and campus improvements
was a major concern of parents, teachers and
directors, and it is also a key issue related to
concerns about facilities (e.g., cafeteria and
recreation areas, accessibility to disabled persons,
and extracurricular activities at charter schools).
Further, there are many other funding issues,
including the ability of charter school operators to
profit from land purchased with public funds,
long-term implications of charter schools’
exemption from state facility standards, and the
long-term state budget consequences related to
the growth of charter schools. There are no easy
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answers to many of these funding issues, of
course, but it is important to make informed
decisions about them before they become much
bigger issues.

• Increase the focus on student achievement
and accountability.

Accountability for student achievement is a
critical issue for charter schools, and there is
strong agreement among stakeholders that a
sharper focus on achievement is needed.
Stakeholders noted the fact that the charter law
permits districts to sponsor charter schools
outside of their borders and see this as an obstacle
to real accountability. In an attempt to ameliorate
some district-related charter school accountability
problems, ADE proposed two district sponsor-
related revisions to the charter school law in their
1999 legislative agenda: 1) to remove the section
of the law that exempts districts from any liability
for a charter school’s performance or failure to
comply with the terms of their charter; and 2) to
disallow districts found to be out of compliance
with the Uniform System of Financial Records in
the past two years from sponsoring any charter
school. Making these changes would clearly
improve accountability for district sponsored
charter schools.

The application process is certainly a logical place
to build a stronger focus on achievement and
accountability. Our review of charter applications
reveals that this focus has not been consistently
understood by charter applicants nor consistently
required by sponsors. Gaining an understanding
of the relation between goals, measurement, and
consequences and then reflecting this
understanding in charter applications would
provide a stronger basis to make future
judgements about school progress and ultimately
charter school renewal. Another way to increase
the focus on achievement and accountability is
through a benchmarking process, in which
schools must specify their target performance
levels, actively and regularly evaluating their
progress. Exhibit C provides a benchmarking
system design and a plan for implementing such a
system.

• Conduct rigorous longitudinal research on
the effects of charter schools on student
academic achievement.

The statistical analysis of SAT 9 student
achievement data conducted for this study was
intended to be a starting point for further
research efforts. Because current data limitations
meant that certain important student differences
could not be controlled, no empirically verifiable
statements can be made at this time about the
effect that charter schools per se are having on
student achievement. In order to understand how
charter schools effect student academic progress,
a study must be designed which: 1) controls for
the self-selection of students into charter schools;
2) is longitudinal in nature; 3) utilizes student
demographic variables; 4) adequately considers
the effect of different types of school programs on
achievement; 5) takes into account the
differences of grade level; and 6) includes
qualitative data from individuals leaving regular
public and charter schools regarding their
choices.


